Emerging less than a decade ago, 'relaxed performances' now take place at many theatres in the UK and USA. These The paper also considers the role of human rights in inclusive arts, and proposes several avenues for future research into this challenging and exciting movement.
Introduction
In recent years, theatres around the world have begun to embrace new means of accommodating audiences previously neglected by theatre makers. Performances for babies and their carers are now increasingly common in Europe and the USA , along with productions designed to engage people with dementia, profound multiple learning difficulties (PMLD) and those on the autism spectrum (Brown, 2012) . Performances may reduce audience size to ensure comfort and engagement (Belloli, Morris and Phinney, 2013) , provide participatory experiences such as communal eating or dance (Nerattini, 2009 ), employ kinaesthetic and other sensory stimuli (Brown, 2012) , and tour to non-theatrical venues, including special schools, care homes and nurseries. When creating such pieces, artists tend to draw on theoretical frameworks from psychology, pedagogy, dramatherapy and medicine, in addition to conventional dramaturgical modes.
Similarly, theatre is regularly employed as a therapeutic intervention for a variety of groups, such as people with intellectual disabilities (Sherratt and Peter, 2002; Ramamoorthi and Nelson, 2011; Godfrey and Haythorne, 2013; Lewis and Banerjee, 2013; Corbett et al., 2014) . Artists and therapists use drama exercises with participants to develop their social or emotional skills, although the resulting work is very rarely presented in a professional context (Hall, 2010) . Both theatre for and by these neglected audiences is, to an extent, therefore excluded from the sites where performances are traditionally presented-the theatre itself.
Indeed, it has long been recognised that 'mainstream theatre fails to fulfil the needs of some spectators in our society' (Lancaster, 1997, p.75) . Therefore, a parallel third movement of inclusion aims to encourage attendance at mainstream productions by audiences disadvantaged by various factors, including disability (for example, via the provision of a T-loop or hearing aid loop for D/deaf patrons, and touch tours of the set for partially-sighted visitors), income (as at 'Pay What You Can' performances) or inexperience (through audience development and outreach activities).
However, for audience members with intellectual disabilities and those on the autism spectrum 1 , access to mainstream theatre has traditionally been severely limited, often due to concerns about potential disruption for other theatregoers (see, for example . A 2002 survey found that 68% of children with disabilities did not engage with play and leisure providers due to being 'made to feel uncomfortable' (quoted in Broach et al., 2003, p.22) . In an effort to accommodate these disadvantaged groups 2 , occasional performances within longer runs have begun to be tailored to their specific needs. Originally known as autism-friendly or sensory-friendly performances, such events are now generally described as relaxed performances (RPs), reflecting perhaps a growing recognition of their appeal to a wider constituency than solely autistic people and their families. The term 'relaxed' remains contested, with alternatives proposed including 'extra-live' (Thom, 2015) and, more provocatively, 'not uptight' (Roundhouse, 2015) , mirroring Rosemarie Garland Thomson's binary coinages of 'extraordinary' and 'normate' to describe bodies in society (1997) . As the term used most widely in current marketing materials from venues, 'relaxed performance' is the preferred term in this paper. 
Autism and theatre
Autism is mostly known for a characteristic and unusual style of social interaction (Frith, 2003) , but a need for routine and predictability, and unusual reactions to sensory input are also features of the diagnosis (Wing and Gould, 1979 (Synthesised from Fletcher-Watson and Fletcher-Watson, 2013; Andrews and Begley, 2014; Kempe, 2014; Stone, 2014; Kempe, 2015) Other measures not necessarily linked specifically to autism include:
• reduced ticket prices, reflecting the need for carers to accompany audience members
• 'buggy parking' in the lobby for walking frames and strollers
• free handouts or downloadable activity sheets to continue to explore the world of the production at home or school (Fletcher-Watson and FletcherWatson, 2013) In the UK, many of these measures connect to the National Autistic Society's SPELL framework for understanding and responding to the needs of people on the autism spectrum (Beadle-Brown, Roberts and Mills, 2009; Beadle-Brown and Mills, 2010) . 
The rise in relaxed performance
While the increase in availability of RPs has been reported widely in the media (Booth, 2013; Rubin, 2013 , Stern, 2013 Carey, 2014; Didcock, 2014; Elkin, 2014; Merrill, 2014; Costa, 2015; Gallagher, 2015; Halpern, 2015; Viswanathan, 2015; Wise, 2015) , few reliable or comprehensive records exist. A database of over 300 relaxed performances was therefore Additionally, previous RP case studies (such as Kempe, 2014 ) have centred on production, rather than spectatorship.
We took our seats around 15 minutes before the show began, giving me time to settle and prepare my daughter for the performance, which would be the longest theatre experience she had attended to date. She put on her new pink ear-defenders, bought at her request as 'shows are too loud' and played games on an iPhone to while away the time.
Looking around, other children were engaged in similar activities-sensory sensitivity means that many young people with autism choose to wear ear-defenders, and technology plays a significant role in their lives, from educational games to speech aids for non-verbal children.
My daughter did not stand out as an interloper at this event.
The audience member to my left, accompanied by his partner and their son in his 20s, offered a booster seat. In his eyes, we were just another family attending the autismfriendly performance, which of course we were, but I was suddenly struck by the ethical murkiness of my 'undercover' visit. Of course, no-one would ask me about my daughter's diagnosis (or lack of one), but their expressions suggested that they had made an understandable assumption that she was a member of the autism community.
As we waited, I wondered about the extent to which autismfriendly performances might be forcing autistic people into a mainstream activity which they would not choose for themselves. What agency had been granted to the spectators around me to decide whether they wished to visit? Equally troublingly, should 'neurotypicals' 5 like me and my daughter be allowed to go to such performances, taking up seats put aside for people who are normally not made welcome in the theatre? These thoughts are still a concern to me now.
The event began with a welcome from two performers in costume, Stephen Carlile, playing Scar, and Gugwana Dlamini, playing Rafiki. Carlile noted that the cast were 'honoured' to be performing today, pointed out the National Autistic Society volunteers around the auditorium, and stated that this was a special place-unlike the rest of the world, which expects people with autism to fit in with it, this theatre on this day was fitting in with autism. This generated a huge cheer from the audience. I know that there are strong feelings in the autism community that it is neurotypicals who need to learn the required skills to interact with autistic people, not vice versa, and the response to Carlile seemed to back this up.
The show then opened with Circle of Life and a parade of animals entering through the audience via both aisles. For a young boy next to us, an enormous elephant made up of four performers proved too much, and he asked to leave, but in the main, the audience responded as they would continue to respond for the remainder of the performance-loudly and joyfully.
Some effects seemed to have been muted slightly, such as the African drums set into balconies either side of the stage, but other effects were, perhaps unwisely, left intact. In particular, loud and sudden gas jets were set off in one scene, which caused many people around us to jump in surprise.
It was noticeable that the actors did not seem fazed by the unremitting noise and movement, which must have been louder and more obvious than in typical matinees. Audience members came and went as they wished, but I did not observe a single spectator object at having to let another theatregoer past. On the contrary, parents and carers exchanged smiles whenever this happened, and it is impossible to say whether this was out of sympathy, politeness or happiness at not being judged. 
Discussion
My experience at The Lion King prompted a series of questions which may trouble some of the assumptions prevalent in existing literature on theatre and autism.
• What does the autistic theatregoer want from a theatre performance, relaxed or otherwise?
• Is RP a discrete mode of performance, or is it simply an adaptation of theatre etiquette? How are the semiotics and conventions of live theatre affected by RP?
• Does the presence of autistic audiences impact on an actor's performance, and if so, how?
The and acceptance, some of the tensions that can spark alarming behaviour may be alleviated' (Kempe, 2014, p.272 ).
Yet the voice of the autistic audience member is rarely heard in debates on social inclusion. Like the very young or the very old they are spoken for, and their cultural experiences can centre on being brought into the mainstream, rather than curating their own artistic engagement. This has been described as 'an assumption of the self as normative which informs ideas of inclusion, rather than [recognising] the focus in the legislation to enable participation in civic life and access to services' (Roberts, Beadle-Brown and Youell, 2011, p.49) . Indeed, normative assumptions extend to a common belief that, like very young children, autistic people of all ages attend the theatre as a learning experience, rather than a purely aesthetic one: 'they can see that others are responding emotionally and so begin to learn appropriate responses themselves' (Kempe, 2014, p.265) and 'through RPs they will learn how to engage in a social and cultural event, not least through experiencing the joint attention it fosters' (ibid., p.272). Performance thus seems to become instrumentalist and future-oriented, perhaps not enjoyable in the moment, but 'for your own good' in terms of development. Few commentators describe RP as an enjoyable cultural activity, as they might for theatre for neurotypical audiences.
Additionally, RPs are generally subsidised to reduce ticket prices and in some cases, reflect the smaller audience capacity. This also occurs in other inclusive arts, such as performances for people with dementia, and may be one reason for the apparently instrumentalist view prevalent among programmers and artists alike-the activity becomes outreach rather than another strand of performance, meaning that it must have identifiable public benefit.
Therefore, claims about socialisation and the associated publicity around positive experiences are placed at the forefront, situating people with autism as beneficiaries of culture rather than consumers. As Tony Heaton has provocatively queried, 'it could be argued that we are achieving partial access, but is this potentially more disempowering? ' (2013, p. 3).
It is interesting to note that a small number of relaxed performances do not focus on theatregoers with additional support needs, but instead are described as 'baby-friendly performances' (Gardner, 2013 ). As noted above, these productions tend to make small changes to the audience experience to allow them to attend mainstream theatre, in Performer Jess Thom has explored the concept of 'relaxed venues' (Thom, 2015; Tripney, 2015) , moving beyond the potentially marginalising effect of RPs to create theatres which accommodate disadvantaged audiences at every performance. For Thom, this could support inclusion by 'introducing relaxed performances to more people, building and sustaining links with new audiences, and developing confidence about access issues amongst theatre companies' (Thom, 2015, n.p.) . It can be argued that such theatres could thus play a role in shifting cultural perceptions of disability, adapting to their patrons rather than expecting them to engage with the semiotic conventions of the mainstream, and taking a more radically inclusive approach which blends audiences with and without additional needs.
However, as Edward Hall has noted, shared spaces can serve to reproduce marginalisation rather than challenge it (2010).
To explore this further, it may be useful to contrast relaxed performance with an associated but distinct mode of performance, that of theatre for people with complex disabilities, such as Blue (2006) It was such an enriching experience, and some of the reactions you got from those kids were so spot-on. I mean, [during] one of my exits, I was called a 'miserable old bat', which I thought is exactly right, you know. They're getting the story, they're getting it, and yes, they possibly don't have that sort of self-censorship to suppress what they feel, or what they want to shout out, and they just shout it out-but they're getting the story (transcribed from Beal, 2014 ).
Gaumond's pleasure at participating in a RP is evident, yet it is unclear whether the interjections affected his ability to 
Notes
1.This paper both uses person-first language ('people with autism') and refers to 'autistic people', in line with mixed preferences in the autism community (Pellicano, Dinsmore and Charman, 2013) .
2.Tim Webb of PMLD theatre specialists Oily Cart has provocatively situated them as 'impossible audiences' (Waldron, 2015, n.p.) .
3.Makaton is a communication programme which uses signs and symbols to support spoken language.
4.Bree Hadley (2015) has highlighted the impact of the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) in the USA and the Disability Discrimination Act (1996) in the UK upon theatre venues' requirement to address access, noting that Australia lacks equivalent legislation. This could partially explain the relative paucity of RPs in Australia. However, it should also be noted that the data collection for this study is by necessity Anglo-centric, and does not imply the movement has not spread to Asia, Africa or South America. Nonetheless, personal communications from autism and theatre professionals in Japan, Argentina, Italy, Finland, Norway and the Netherlands indicate no awareness of an emerging autism-friendly mainstream theatre movement in those countries. Internationally-coordinated research could begin to overcome the limitation of reliance on Anglo-centric terminology.
5.'Neurotypical', also NT, is a term which has emerged from within the neurodiversity movement to describe people who are not on the autism spectrum.
6.Although some visitors at the RPs I have attended chose to employ the BSL sign for applause, this was not explicitly requested by any company or venue, despite the potential for overstimulation of hypersensitive individuals of loud clapping.
